THE  MEDIAEVAL CHURCH              159

(b) How was poor relief managed in the centuries between
the Norman conquest and the Reformation ?

(r) What was the parish, and how far did its organization
affect the people and their lives ?

Wealth and Responsibilities of the Church. The collective
wealth of the Church throughout these centuries was great.
In the late fifteenth century it was reckoned by some that one-
third of all the land was in the hands of priest or monk. On
the other hand, this wealth was very unevenly distributed. The
bishops, often the canons, and the large religious houses were
wealthy landowners and feudal potentates, while the parish
priest and the small community of monks and nuns lived lives
little removed from that of the more easy villein or copyholder.
All ranks found a home within the wide boundaries of Mother
Church; she offered the one career open to talent, for a bishopric
was not altogether outside the possible ambition of the peasant's
son. But while the boy cowherd might dream not too wildly
impossible dreams of wealth and power and dignity, if he enlisted
as the pledged soldier of the faith of Jesus of Nazareth and of
his earthly representative, Gregory VII or Alexander VI, he
was perhaps more likely to end his days as a humble parish
priest, on an income sufficient to keep him in simple comfort
doing useful work as one of the chief men of his village. The
differences of rank in the Church were as great as those in the
State ; the village priest was only slightly better educated and
no better bred than the men whose souls he cared for, while the
mitred abbot was a feudal lord who kept such state as a Bohun
or a Courtenay might not surpass.

The wealth of the Church was drawn from three sources:
endowed lands, tithe, gifts and offerings.

CHURCH LAND, which, as already mentioned, formed a con-
siderable fraction of the country, was usually but not always
held in frankalmoign.1 Bishops and abbots, and even abbesses,
often held their land by military tenure, most of them being
tenants-in-chief of the Crown. In any case Church land fell,

* See p. 37-